Commemorating the Reformation, the paper reflects on the distinction (by Assmann and Welker) between forms of cultural memory, some weaker, more fluid and fading, and some stronger, longer lasting, with the potential of suddenly becoming alive again, providing new orientation and inspiration. One particular fragment of the Protestant tradition that became alive during late 20 th century South African theological discourses is pursued as illustration, namely the Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck's claim that election is a source of inexpressibly great comfort since it promises hope for even the most wretched. The paper shows how these forms of cultural memory may inspire new generations to reclaim what they regard as the heart of their tradition against dominant historical understandings; can form new histories of interpretation finding new expressions of embodiment, different from anything past; and may surprise and even shock those standing in the tradition, offering a rich new surplus of possibilities.
On remembering
In his account of the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, No Future without Forgiveness, Archbishop Desmond Tutu remembers how he became increasingly aware how relevant theology is for the whole of life. 2 After all, what we love, trust and hope for, matters, for our lives, for our public life together and for the world we share. Yet, how does it matter?
Michael Welker -the Reformed systematic theologian from Heidelbergoften reflected with colleagues on the question how shared traditions matter. They developed distinctions between different forms of memory, some weaker, more fluid, even fading, but some stronger, longer lasting, with the potential of suddenly becoming alive again, providing new perspective and orientation, new motivation and inspiration in new circumstances. 3 This is how living traditions matter and become relevant again, albeit in new and sometimes unexpected, even shocking ways. Welker describes this as "necessarily restless memory," memory which "continually calls forth new interpretations without losing its centring." 4 These new interpretations appeal to the tradition and often claim that they explain what the heart of the tradition had always been about, but in actual fact these appeals to the tradition may bring new insight and new relevance and power. It is as if a truly living tradition is restless, ever renewing itself by transforming itself.
We all know such experiences. We all belong to communities of interpretation, sharing ways of seeing the world, and we all stand in traditions of interpretation, receiving convictions and values from those before and around us, finding our own way in the world helped by these memories. Sometimes, fragments of these traditions may suddenly come to life. They may suddenly make sense, cast new light, change our 2 Desmond M Tutu, No Future without Forgiveness, Johannesburg: Rider, 1999, 73 but he repeatedly returns to the same theme. 3 He often referred to the work of his Heidelberg colleague in Egyptology, Jan Assmann, for example Das kulturelle Gedächtnis, München: C H Beck, 1992, and "Was ist das 'kulturelle Gedächtnis'?" in Religion und kulturelles Gedächtnis, München: C H Beck, 2000, 11-44. On the basis of these theoretical discussions, Welker could therefore claim, in his systematic-theological work, that "this memory is a cultural power that transforms the world," What Happens in Holy Communion? perspectives, move us, challenge us, and even transform us. We all know such experiences -and that is how faith and theology matters. Sometimes, such fragments may remind us of roots and histories and figures and events of long ago that become alive and meaningful again in our present. Such insights may become new histories of reception, creating their own new traditions. They may surprise us, by claiming riches from our tradition of which we had been unaware. They may even shock us, revealing to us how unfaithful and far removed we have grown from the traditions in which we claim that we are standing. They may perhaps open up a reservoir of new meanings, a surplus of potential for the future which we do not yet fully understand ourselves. These are all ways in which faith and theology matters.
This is, of course, also what happened during the times which we now call the Reformation.
New generations of believers appealed to what they claimed were the heart of the tradition and they claimed that against the historical forms of the tradition in their own times. Their new interpretations in turn formed new histories of reception and took on new forms of embodiment and life, in many ways radically different from anything in the past. These new histories of interpretation would themselves again and again become alive again, orientating, moving, inspiring, and in this process they would often surprise, often shock, often lead to a rich new surplus of possibilities. This is the way in which the Reformation remains a living tradition for many, the way in which its faith and theology matters.
Hopefully it is allowed in a retirement lecture to call to mind one particular fragment of the tradition that came to life in my own biography, and how it made sense to me, often surprising, even disturbing, often open to the future and rich with potential beyond my own comprehension, and how this conviction was affirmed to me again and again, by many different voices. 5 My account is therefore not an argument, but simply a series of In his Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, discussing the doctrine of God, Bavinck focuses on election, in his tradition the very heart of the Reformation, by contrasting this teaching with Pelagianism. In order to appreciate his argument, it is necessary to quote at length. 7 "Both for unbelievers and believers," Bavinck writes, "the doctrine of election is a source of inexpressibly great comfort." He is deliberately polemical. The claim of Pelagianism is precisely that election leads to anxiety and fear, to the very opposite of "inexpressibly great comfort." Bavinck continues, substantiating his surprising claim, "If it (salvation, well-being, flourishing, our comfort) were based on justice and merit, all would be lost. But now that election operates according to grace, there is hope even for the most wretched." This is his claim, for him the good news of God's free and gracious election. Now -suddenly, surprisingly -there is hope even for the most wretched. "If work and reward were the standard of admission into the kingdom of heaven," he continues, "its gates would be opened for no one. Or if Pelagius's doctrine were the standard, and the virtuous were chosen because of their virtue, and Pharisees because of their righteousness, wretched publicans would be shut out. Pelagianism has no pity." Again, these words directly contradict the Pelagian accusation that election has no pity, but is hard and merciless, cruel and terrifying. The exact opposite applies, argues Bavinck, Pelagianism has no pity, since it makes our salvation dependent upon ourselves and our virtue and achievement, while election is merciful, bringing hope even for the most wretched.
"To believe in and to confess election," Bavinck proceeds, "is to recognize even the most unworthy and degraded human being as a creature of God and an object of his eternal love." This is both the ground and the consequence of the doctrine of election -for Bavinck, therefore, of the central message of the Reformation -that we may and indeed should recognize even the most unworthy and degraded human beings as creatures of God and objects of God's eternal love. The almost direct allusions to Calvin cannot be overlooked. Calvin also described those whom we regard as the most unworthy and degraded of human beings and then argued that God gave us two things to recognize in them, namely God's own glorious image and our own flesh.
"The purpose of election is not -as it is so often proclaimed -to turn off the many," says Bavinck, "but to invite all to participate in the riches of God's grace in Christ." Then he draws remarkable conclusions. "No one therefore has a right to believe that he or she is lost, for everyone is sincerely and urgently called to believe in Christ with a view to salvation," he says. "No one can actually believe it, for one's own life and all that makes it enjoyable is proof that God takes no delight in one's death," he says. "No one really believes it, for that would be hell on earth," he says. No, there is hope even for the most wretched, and therefore we may not, cannot, and do not believe that anyone is lost and not the object of God's eternal lovethis is true even and precisely of the most wretched in our eyes. Election is thus a source of comfort and confidence, he says, since it assures us that "the salvation of human beings is firmly established in the gracious and omnipotent good pleasure of God."
Remarkably, this argument occurs in a section with the heading "On Earth as it is in Heaven." 8 Although Bavinck does not spell out any practical consequences for the Christian life, it is not far-fetched to assume that he would have been aware of them. His argument obviously has implications for how we look at others, see and regard strangers, recognize in one another objects of God's eternal love and therefore also objects of our love. His argument challenges us to talk to and about others in such ways that they never lose hope, never become wretched in their own eyes, never begin to doubt that they are objects of God's eternal love and therefore also accepted by us. God's justice is not an attribute of God, Luther discovered to his own surprise and overwhelming joy, but rather God's action, it is what God does, namely that God justifies whoever God chooses to justify. God justifies first the Jew, yes, but also the Greek, and then all those described in chapters 2 to 3, all those without the law and without any virtue and claim, even the most wretched in our reckoning, yes, even God's enemies.
For this reason, there is hope even for the most wretched.
8 Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics. Volume 2, Part III, "God's Will on Earth as it is in Heaven," 337-405. 9 In Luther's own words during his later years, looking back at this foundational experience -foundational for his own spiritual life but also for the Reformation -when he was still young, "I greatly longed to understand Paul's Epistle to the Romans and nothing stood in the way but that one expression, 'the justice of God', because I took it to mean that justice whereby God is just and deals justly in punishing the unjust … Therefore I did not love a just and angry God, but rather hated and murmured against him … Then I grasped that the justice of God is that righteousness by which through grace and sheer mercy God justifies us through faith. One could suddenly see how this surprising insight into God's free and sovereign grace in Romans 1:16-17 leads to the justification by faith alone in chapters 3 to 5, to the undeserved grace of wretched lives made new in chapters 6 to 8, to the doxological praise on this free grace of chapters 9 to 11, and to the everyday lives that now, through the life-giving Spirit, embody this free grace in chapters 12 to 15, 10 culminating in the moving appeal of Romans 15:7 that we should accept one another as Christ has accepted us, to the glory of this God. 11 After all, when we accept one another in this way, we are doing what the justifying God has done in God's free and sovereign grace. 12 10 In the early 1970s, Bible study played a major role in the spiritual and theological development of many of us as students, see my essay "On belonging. One could suddenly understand that there is hope for the most wretched in our eyes, not only in heaven but also on earth, because of God's free grace that accepts us all as we are and moves us to accept one another and all others as they are, irrespective of how wretched they may seem in our eyes, all together objects of the eternal love of the Triune God. One could suddenly appreciate that this conviction is at the heart of the tradition in which we stand and to which we belong.
On remembering similar voices
Whenever a fragment from the tradition becomes alive like this, other voices may suddenly seem to affirm this understanding, all kinds of other witnesses may seem to support and further strengthen this new interpretation.
This was also the case for me. So many voices, so many witnesses, all seemed to affirm what I thought I heard from Bavinck and then recognized back in Luther and further back in Paul.
Was this not the same tradition that inspired Archbishop Tutu when he so movingly claimed that the most vicious, indeed the most blasphemous aspect of apartheid was for him not the great suffering it caused its victims, but the fact that it could make a child of God doubt that he or she is a child of God? 13
Were these not the same convictions which inspired Willie Jonker writing on election in his Uit Vrye Guns Alleen? 14 He argued that this doctrine only functions in a doxological context, as praise, born in wonder and gratitude, for God's free grace in Christ and through the Spirit. 15 concern for justice could become part of any such declaration? He spoke at the time as chair of the Roman Catholic-Reformed dialogue, representing the Reformed tradition. He explicitly appealed to Reformed figures like John Calvin, Karl Barth and John de Gruchy, making the point that the connection between justification and justice "is not recent, but rooted in our Reformed tradition." It would be a scandal, he said at the time, "to people who are dying daily of poverty, violence and oppression when we postpone discussion on the relationship between justification and justice, treating the latter as merely a matter of ethical application … (it) would be a betrayal of everything that Christianity has learned about justification after Auschwitz and apartheid." 22
Were these claims not, albeit in different words, the consequences of Bavinck's claim about hope even for the most wretched? Suddenly, I thought I heard similar voices from so many sides. speaking about others and to others that would never make them lose hope. 28 I was reminded of the need for such a comfort when I read the descriptions by the Polish social commentator Zygmunt Bauman of our world as a world that conspires against trust, that makes people feel unwanted and unwelcome, wretched and hopeless, a world filled with moral blindness and indifference, a world that excludes, alienates and marginalises strangers. 29 It was therefore an inspiring moment when, in words similar to Bavinck's, Russel Botman spoke about hope for the hopeless in his inaugural lecture in Stellenbosch 30 and again later, when as Vice-Chancellor he invited the whole University to commit knowledge and research to a project of hope for the wretched and hopeless, 31 to help achieve the global millennial goals for those suffering denial and violation of their dignity in so many forms of hopelessness.
When the Theology Faculty responded to this invitation, they appealed explicitly to their Reformation heritage in Calvin's well-known ubi cognoscitur Deus etiam colitur humanitas, wherever God is known, there humanity flourishes. For the faculty, this implied that, wherever the loving grace of God is truly known, human beings will also be accepted in such 28 Degenaar used this expression repeatedly, remembers Gerwel, to illustrate "dat die vorm van ons diskoers die aard van ons saam-bestaan raak." This is what he learnt from Degenaar, says Gerwel, "Om aan te hou praat, redelik te praat, selfs waar die drif en die daad dreig om die woord te verswelg … Om elke gespreksgenoot ernstig op te neem, na sy woord te luister, en hom steeds as mens-spreker te respekteer." Therefore Gerwel concludes by arguing for "die noodsaak daarvan om volhardend te bly werk aan die skepping van daardie grammatika van saamleef in geregtigheid," see G J (Jakes) Gerwel, "Die grammatika van saamleef," in ways that they are cultivated and cared for and allowed to flourish, even and precisely the most wretched in our own eyes. 32
On remembering surprises
Sometimes, of course, we may not be prepared for such new ways of reinterpreting our own past. Sometimes, we may be protected from such surprises by our conventional and innocent and harmless ways of standing in our tradition, too accustomed to its liberating message, too immune to its transformative power, our memories cold and uninspiring and lifeless. Sometimes, this may also be true of the Reformation, of Luther's joyful and Calvin's grateful discoveries of hope for even the most wretched.
Sometimes, however, the "necessarily restless memory" may suddenly become alive again, and fragments may surprise us. God's free grace and election has often had such an effect. Was this not why James asked his readers, who privileged the rich and humiliated the poor, with obvious surprise, whether they no longer remembered that God has chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith (2:1-13)? Was this not behind Kierkegaard's remark of cynical surprise, when the bishop announced to the royal family, several rows with members of the Danish Academy of Science, many bankers, lawyers, judges, wealthy merchants, 'dear brothers and sisters, behold, God has chosen you for himself, you, the despised and rejected of the earth (1 Cor 1:28),' -"and no one laughs"? 33
Sometimes, leading theologians in the tradition expressed similar surprise. When the Theological Declaration of Barmen was commemorated after fifty years, Jürgen Moltmann discussed the sixth thesis, that the church is to proclaim the gospel of free grace "to all people," and asked who these "all people" were? For him, it implied a rejection of the German Christians and their volk and only referred to volk in the way it is used in the Gospels, as people of the land, the poor and oppressed of the world. The good news was only for them, he said. When Barmen was commemorated after seventy years, Michael Welker disagreed, and argued that for Barmen "all people" precisely meant all people. After all, Karl Barth, the main author, in 1946 already explained that thesis six referred to what Romans 1:1 calls "the gospel of God." God is free grace, said Barth, and the message of free grace is joyful news and hope for all, even the most wretched -as surprising as this may sometimes sound. 36 When the (then) Dutch Reformed Mission Church in 1982 in Belhar confessed that the Biblical God has revealed Godself as in a special way the God of the destitute, the poor and the wronged and that the church is called to follow God in this, standing by people in any form of need, witnessing against and striving against any form of injustice, many were again surprised, because of the different way in which they had always understood the tradition. 37
On remembering shocks
Sometimes, however, we do not only find such new readings surprising, we may even find them shocking. They may challenge us, upset us, and disturb us. They may confront us in ways that we find difficult to deal with -all of this belongs to standing in a living tradition, and is integral to processes of reformation and transformation.
After all, who are the wretched in our eyes?
The Jewish cultural critic Walter Benjamin argued that there should always remain some hope for the victims of history, those who died without ever experiencing any justice or delivery, for they are the most wretched. They no longer have any opportunity to become vindicated, to be respected, included, and accepted -or do they? This is why, for Benjamin, hope lies in remembrance, in remembering the promises of the Messiah. His colleague Max Horkheimer objected and said that Benjamin was now doing theology -and Benjamin seemed to agree, acknowledging that these most painful questions of history can only be faced "by enlisting the services of theology." 38 This debate, shocking to many, led the scholar Helmut Peukert to ask what kind of theology would be able to practice -what he calledanamnetic solidarity, solidarity of memory, in which even the victims of history would be remembered, in some form of hope for justification and justice? 39 For who are the wretched in our eyes?
When the Reformed world community met in Accra in 2004, they also faced this question and had what was for many a shocking experience. In their pastoral letter sent to member churches after the assembly they gave account of the mood during the meeting. One day the delegates visited the infamous slave castle of Elmina. They saw the dungeon where hundreds of thousands were kept in chains before they were separated, fathers, mothers, children, and sent on the slave ships to unknown destinations, perhaps to die. Right above them was the hall where the sailors, officers and slave owners ate, but also worshipped. They could still read inscriptions from the Psalms on the wooden doors, in Dutch, perhaps from Reformed ancestors, proclaiming that the Lord is their salvation. They could imagine the cries of the captives underneath the floor, filled with fear and death, while above them worship was taking place. How could our forebears do this, was the initial response of many, how could they not hear, how could they not see? Gradually, however, they became aware that the same might be true of us. We may also be involved, complicit, in views and attitudes, practices and structures that prevent us from hearing the cries and seeing the suffering. One day future generations may also ask about us how it was possible not to see what was happening in and to our world. Perhaps we, too, may be more wretched than we are aware of? 40
For who are the wretched in our eyes? 
On remembering the surplus
This was indeed what Archbishop Tutu meant when he explained how relevant theology is, for the whole of life. So frequently were they in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission appalled at the depth of human depravity to which human beings could sink, he said, that most of them were tempted to say that those who committed such deeds were monsters, because the deeds were monstrous, but theology prevented them. Theology reminded them that, however diabolical the acts, they did not turn the perpetrators into demons, theology reminded them to discern between act and person, and to remain filled with compassion for persons. The point, he said, is that if perpetrators were to be despaired of as monsters and demons, then they were no longer responsible as moral agents and, more importantly, that would mean that all hope would have been abandoned of their being able to change. Theology, he said, reminded them that even the wretched remain children of God with the possibility to repent and to change. With God, we may never think that it is too late. We may never give up on anyone, he said in his typical way, because our God is one who has a particularly soft spot for those in sin, for "the scum and the dregs and those on the fringes." 45 No future without forgiveness means no hope without justification, but since there is justification there is hope for even the most wretched -from the wretched of the earth and the victims of history to the wretched weaved into complicity in the webs of empire and colonization, oppression and injustice, greed and exclusion, corruption and violence, moral blindness and indifference.
Remembering this tradition matters, since these promises can make a difference, can make reformation and transformation possible -also in public life in our societies and in our global world. 46 Troeltsch) . According to Harinck, other students of Bavinck also became well-known critics of apartheid (like J J Buskes and J H Bavinck). Keet in turn became the professor of apartheid critic C F (Beyers) Naude and of Jaap Durand, and Jaap Durand did his first doctorate with J H Bavinck. The reception history of fragments of the tradition is clearly less linear and more dramatic than one may expect, illustrating Welker's argument about the "necessarily restless memory" that can "call forth new interpretations without losing its centering." 48 This would often make it necessary to acknowledge that our interpretations of the tradition were not the only and by far not even the dominant ones, see for example my acknowledgement that our Calvin was a contested Calvin in "Views on Calvin's ethics from a South African perspective," Similarly, future generations will hopefully find orientation and draw implications from the ways in which we remember this tradition that we cannot yet foresee. Accepting one another as objects of the eternal love of God, in the way that Jesus Christ also accepted us, may perhaps in future lead to comfort and hope for even the most wretched in ways which we may not yet even imagine, 49 to ethical implications far beyond whatever we may understand today, 50 to ecclesiological convictions and practices that we are still unable to appreciate and share and embody. 51 This is the very nature of living traditions. This restlessness, this surplus may help us to remember that the Reformation is not yet over, perhaps it has scarcely begun. Without losing our centring in our own tradition, we
